Oral nutrition or the ability to speak: the choice faced by a cancer survivor.
Patients with head and neck cancer often suffer from breathing, speaking, and eating deficits, which negatively affect their quality of life. These patients are often observed to repeatedly contract aspiration pneumonia, resulting in prolonged hospital stays. To help prevent aspiration pneumonia, enteral nutrition is often provided. Although this method helps avoid pneumonia, patients need to give up eating by mouth. Because oral intake of food is closely related to patient quality of life, abandoning eating results in a strong internal conflict. This report describes the case of a cancer patient who experienced repeated aspiration pneumonias after neck surgery. The patient required enteral nutrition to avoid repeated bouts of pneumonia. However, the patient opted for laryngeal closure surgery to regain the ability to take food orally, at the expense of his voice. The patient's choice caused an ethical conflict for the attending medical professionals, highlighting the need for physicians to communicate with their patients to understand their patients' sense of values.